Laboratory Animals (1982) 16, [278] [279] [280] A mobile rack of cages for ferrets (Mustela putorius furo) MARIE S. WILSON & P. N. O'DONOGHUE'" Royal Postgraduate Medical School, Ducane Road, London, W12 OHS, United Kingdom Summary Ferrets have been housed and bred in a versatile mobile battery that can be arranged to provide 3-9 cages of 3 sizes. The animals were healthy, active, long-lived and easy to handle.
A small group of ferrets (Mus tela putorius fura), never more than 3 mature males, 3 mature females and their young, were maintained at the School for the instruction of animal technicians and of scientists intending to work with this species.
The first ferrets here were kept in various superannuated cages once used for rabbits and cats. With increase in breeding activity and in numbers some better arrangement was required. Not only was this to facilitate proper and efficient management of the animals but, because the small size of the colony did not warrant the allocation of an animal room, and because of the need to keep the animals well used to human company and interference, the animals were kept in the office of one of the authors. Here they came to occupy the place of a dentist's tank of tropical fish, interesting and distracting callers and acting as a balm for the owner of the room.
Where space permits wider, shallower cages are to be preferred to narrow-fronted ones as they afford better observation and access to animals housed in them. As for our purposes no suitable ferret cages could be found in manufacturers' catalogues, we designed a mobile rack ( Fig. I) of 3 open shelves, all of 30 mm square anodised aluminium tube, mounted on 4 nylon wheels of 10 em diameter. On each shelf is stood a unit 147 x 46 x 46 em which can be divided to give 3 equal cages 49 em long, or one of 49 em and one of 98 em. These units rest on the frame shelves, with a 23 mm downward flange of the front of the floor for location. They are made of 1·6 mm anodised aluminium sheet with top, front and door of 75 x 25 mm mesh made of 2·4 mm diameter stainless-steel wire on 6 mm diameter stainless-steel wire frames. The complete battery measures 155 x 48 x 173 ern, and is easy to move with a full complement of animals in situ. The cages have been in use for over 4 years and have proved very successful. The smallest cage appears entirely adequate for an individual ferret, as would be expected from Andrews, IIIman & Wynne (1976) and Hammond & Chesterman (1976) . Although we like to give the larger males (some reach a body weight of about 1'7 kg) a double-sized cage they rarely bestir themselves to make use of the extra room except when pleading for food or when mating.
Pregnant females are housed in a double cage and then given the whole length of the 147 ern unit as their litter of young grows and becomes more active. The unit comfortably accommodates a female and 8 young to weaning age. This progressive allocation of more space to a pregnant and nursing female is a simple matter of removing, from outside the unit, the partitions dividing it into cages, so that there is a minimum of disturbance at this sensitive time. After weaning, young are variously grouped according to sex and behaviour.
The partitions dividing the cages are of 1'6 mm anodised sheet aluminium, but where individuals seem to welcome greater contact, or when accustoming a pair to one another prior to mating, 75 x 12 mm mesh partitions of 2-4 mm diameter stainless-steel wire on a frame of 4 mm stainlesssteel wire are used. The disadvantages of the wiremesh partitions can be over-excitement of more competitive ferrets, and the practice by some of thieving food through even this quite close mesh. Partitions are locked into place by stops on the hinged cage fronts.
Visibility is excellent and the animals seem to like life in these cages, remaining interested, calm and friendly. They have bred well, with very little loss of young: newborn litters are not inspected closely, but we believe that only I of 23 young born has been lost. Mothers nurse their very young litters anywhere in the cage, including right at the front, apparently unworried by the interest of observers. From this small colony there have been no natural deaths, but 2 ferrets have been killed with barbiturates when enfeebled at about 10 years of age.
The large downward-opening hinged door, 38 X 30 ern, to each cage gives safe and easy access to the animals. No ferret has ever escaped, either into the room or into an adjoining cage. Cage labels were not necessary for our purposes, but label holders could be fixed to any part of the wire front.
Sawdust bedding with generous woodwool for nesting is provided as females often engage in vigorous nest building. Even males use the woodwool for storing their food, and will enter it themselves if ambient temperature is too low for them, although they generally lie on top. A rigid, clearplastic screen across the bottom 10 cm of the front of each cage, below the doorway, defies the ejection of all but a very small amount of sawdust without impairing visibility. This superseded the metal strip at the bottom of the hinged front (Fig. I) which was not effective and which would in future be omitted from the cage. Screens are removable to leave unobstructed floors for cage cleaning. Unfortunately a few ferrets also learn how to remove them and do so endlessly. This does not detract substantially from their usefulness, and redesign to accept them from the front to be held in position by closing the hinged cage front, with a stop above to prevent lifting by ferrets, would pose no difficulties. Ferrets do not gnaw these screens.
The characteristic smell of these animals is minimized if faeces are removed daily and the bedding and nesting materials changed twice a week, although once is acceptable. The whole front of each cage hinges to one side, and cleaning is straightforward from the flat floor. The removable parti-tions mlmmlze corners and guides for them stop short of floor level. The whole unit can be passed through most tunnel washers for occasional more thorough cleansing. Ferrets vary markedly in individual habits, and their faeces vary in consistencynotably with diet (too much milk is disastrous). At worst, units might have to be washed each week to achieve a really high standard of cleanliness, but every month or so would be more usual.
The habit of most ferrets of defaecating in corners (Willis & Barrow, 1971; Hammond & Chesterman, 1976) led us to provide a corner fitment that can be removed bearing the accumulated faeces. It consists of 3 sides of a 12 cm cube made of stainless-steel sheet. Some ferrets defaecate only in these fitments, making daily cleaning fast and simple. Others, being ferrets, ignore them or at once displace them into the middle of the cage. Despite this, they are worth using.
Water is supplied ad libitum from bottles hung in wire frames on the cage doors, something of a nuisance with single cages where no unobstructed door is then available for access to the animal. An automatic system mounted on the rear of the rack is a feasible solution.
Solid food is simply thrown in, as it would be removed instantly into the nest from any type of dish. Newly-killed mice are usually provided: cat food is also readily accepted, but has profound olfactory consequences. The amount of food given is restricted to support a healthy, active animal that does not spend too much time pleading for more, without encouraging the obesity to which males in particular are prone. The quantity varies (usually between 1 and 3 mice per day) with sex, age, season and reproductive stage. Raw eggs or saucers of milk are occasionally offered, but as treats and not as a necessary part of the diet.
The purpose for which we designed the cages was minor and presumably atypical. However, they have been so convenient and useful that we believe they would be suitable for housing research colonies. They are economical to operate, give excellent observation of the animals, and afford easy access to what are likely to be calm and safely handled ferrets. In price these cages compared well with rabbit cages of similar quality. Use of less expensive but more labile materials could be unacceptable (Straube & Walden, 1981) .
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